
  

DUNDY COUNTY- A WOMAN OF FIRSTS 
WRITTEN BY BARBARA A. MICEK 
 
 Dundy County woman first in family to graduate and to initiate program for 
migrant needs  
 
  
aŀǊȅ /ŀǎǘƛƭƭƻΩǎ ǎƳƛƭŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƎƘǘ ǳǇ ŀ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘ ǿŀǘǘǎΦ 
  
.ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ōǊƛƎƘǘ ǎƳƛƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŀǊƴŜŘ aŀǊȅ ŀ ǿŀƭƪ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƛǎƭŜ ŀǘ 
Mid-Plains Community College.  
  
Hard work, an ability to keep going when overcome with disappointments and 
obstacles, and family support brought her to a new life of self-confidence she 
never thought possible.  
  
.ǳǘ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǘŜǇΦ 
  
She needed to complete classes for her high school diploma first. 
  
And she needed to -- as this wife and mother puts it --  άǎǘŀǊǘ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 
ƳȅǎŜƭŦΦέ 
  
Mary was born in Idaho and raised in Texas by her grandparents who were 
ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΥ άL ƎǊŜǿ ǳǇ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƛƴ ¢ŜȄŀǎ ŀƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŜƴǘ 
back and forth. I remember going to all these different places. We went to Florida 
and worked in the ƻǊŀƴƎŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊΦ ! ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ 
ǿƘȅ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƳƻǾŜ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ 
ƭƛǾƛƴƎΦέ 
  
¢ƘŜ {ƛƭǾŀǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ƭƛŦŜ ŎŜŀǎŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜǊ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǎŜǘǘƭŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ 
ŎƻǘǘƻƴΦ άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ Ƙƻǿ ƻƭŘ L ǿŀǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘΣά ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΦ  
  
When Mary was in high school -- at a time when she should have been looking 
forward to prom and graduation -- her plans took an unexpected turn when she 



ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ мтΥ άL Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ȅŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎŀƴŎŜǊΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ 
ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘǎΤ L ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŎƘŜƳƻ ŦƻǊ ŀ ȅŜŀǊΦέ 
  
The treatments left Mary cancer free; however, going back to school was put on 
hold. It was while she was in California she met her husband, Robert Castillo, at 
the PX on a military base. She was walking out of the door as he was walking in 
and they quickly realized they knew one another. Both had attended the same 
high school together. 
  
The reunion turned into dating and they married in 1989, later moving to 
Littlefield, Texas, when Robert got out of the Marine Corps.  Two years later 
Robert was transferred to Idaho Falls with his job working for Larson Farms, a 
large potato company. He was again transferred several years later to Haigler, 
Neb. -- a move Mary dŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ άŀ ōƛƎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǎƘƻŎƪΦέ  
  
άLΩŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ǘƻ bŜōǊŀǎƪŀΦ LŘŀƘƻ Cŀƭƭǎ ƛǎ ŀ ōƛƎ Ŏƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ ƳƻǾŜŘ нл ƳƛƭŜǎ 
ƴƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ IŀƛƎƭŜǊΦ ²Ŝ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǳǇ ǘƻ ŀōƻǳǘ пл ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣέ ǎƘŜ 
ƭŀǳƎƘǎΦ ά²Ŝ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛŎƪǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ those country roads looked 
ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜΦ L ŎǊƛŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΦέ 
  
As more migrants began to move into the area, Mary took a job at the school in 
Haigler to help non-English speaking families. As she began to get involved in the 
community, her perception of Nebraǎƪŀ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΦ άL ƭƻǾŜ ƛǘ ƘŜǊŜΣέ ǎƘŜ ƴƻǿ ǎŀȅǎΦ 
  
The Castillos and their four children moved to Benkleman four years ago, where 
Robert took a position with the school district in the transportation department 
and Mary continued to work at Haigler. A year later, she started a new job 
working for Panhandle Community Services (PCS) in migrant education and later 
initiated a migrant health program. 
  
PCS is a non-profit community based health and human services organization that 
serves low-income, disadvantaged, and those unable to meet need through other 
sources. The home office and community health center are located in Gering. The 
goal of PCS is to strengthen individuals, families and communities by helping 
people help themselves and each other.  
  



Mary is an outreach worker who exemplifies that mission, is an asset to the 
program and well respected by the clients she serves, noted PCS Migrant Health 
Office Coordinator Mary Longoria.* Through outreach efforts, Mary was able to 
identify and offer services to a nine-year-old migrant girl who had been suffering 
from epileptic seizures since birth. The girl was only four when Mary first met the 
family. She was suffering up to five seizures a day and had never been seen by a 
doctor for that disorder. The family migrated from Mexico and only spoke 
Spanish. 
  
άό¢ƘŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƎƛǊƭύ ǿŀǎ ǳƴŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ŀƴȅ ƘŜƭǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
medical expenses and medicine she needed to take, so I called the same 
organization in Colorado. They referred me to PCS in Gering, so the head manager 
for the migrant health program visited with me for the girl and another family and 
ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ Ǝƻǘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘΣέ aŀǊȅ ǎŀƛŘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
eastern Nebraska area. 
  
Mary was able to begin services for the family and also assisted them in seeking 
out medical care for their daughter.  Today, she is a well-adjusted, happy young 
girl that enjoys school and is learning the English language. Their comments 
ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ aŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ όt/{ύ aƛƎǊŀƴǘ tǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀǊŜΣ ά²Ŝ ǘƘŀƴƪ DƻŘ ŦƻǊ ǎŜƴŘƛng 
Mary to help us and for the program she works for; she is not only a good person 
through her job, but because she is naturally good-ƘŜŀǊǘŜŘΦέϝ 
  
¢Ƙŀǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǿŀȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΦ άLǘΩǎ ƎǊƻǿƴ ŀ 
ƭƻǘΣέ aŀǊȅ ǎŀȅǎΦ ά²ƘŜƴ L first started for PCS, there would be ten to 14 families. 
Now we have over 300 and we not only serve the Dundy County area, we serve all 
the local areas from Red Willow to Chase County, to parts of Lincoln (County) and 
¸ǳƳŀ /ƻǳƴǘȅΣ /ƻƭƻǊŀŘƻΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǾŜ ōǊŀƴched out to  LŘŀƭƛŀ ŀƴŘ .ǳǊƭƛƴƎǘƻƴ ŀǊŜŀΦέ 
  
¢ƘŜƴΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ нлллΣ aŀǊȅΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǿŀǎ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǳǇǎƛŘŜ Řƻǿƴ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜǊ ǎƻƴΣ WƻǊŘŀƴΣ 
was killed in a four-wheeler accident. 
  
Two years later, the grief was still so overwhelming she was admitted to Richard 
Young HosǇƛǘŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǎŜǾŜƴ Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƛƴƎΥ άL Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΦ Lǘ 
ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ L ƘŀŘ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ L ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ L ǿŀǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ƨƻōǎ -- I had all 
ǘƘŜǎŜ Ƙŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴǘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜƴ L ǎŀƛŘ L ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ 
something for me. Even though I was doing all this other stuff helping other 



ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƳŜΦ L ǿŀǎ ǘƻƻ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ŜƭǎŜ ŀƴŘ 
L ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƪŜǇǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ōǳǎȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƴ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ L 
ŦŜƭǘΦέ 
  
¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜƴ aŀǊȅ ŘŜŎƛŘed to enroll for classes at McCook Community College. 
Although the thought of starting school frightened her, she decided to just do it 
ŀŦǊŀƛŘΥ άL ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ L ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƛƎƴ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΦ L ǿŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ ΨLΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ to the college and do it because I kept putting it 
ōŀŎƪΦ L ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ƴŜǊǾƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǎŎŀǊŜŘΦ !ƴŘ ƻƴŜ Řŀȅ L Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƛŘ ƛǘΦέ 
  
It had been 20 years since Mary had been in school, and there were times she 
questioned her self-assurance:  
άL ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘŜacher with English as a second language with a minor 
ƛƴ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅΦ aȅ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƎŀǾŜ ƳŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǇǳǎƘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
ŦŜŜƭ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴǘΦ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ L ŎƻǳƭŘ Řƻ ƛǘΣ ǎƻ L ǘǊƛŜŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ǇǊŜǇ 
ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΣ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳΦέ 
  
Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜ ƭƻƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊ ǎŜƭŦ-ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ōŜƎƛƴ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΥ άL ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ƎƻƛƴƎ 
to school. I never liked it back (in high school). Then I took the CNA (certified 
ƴǳǊǎƛƴƎ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘύ ŎƭŀǎǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŦƛƴƛǎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ǉŀǎǎing 
ƛǘΣ ǘƘŀǘ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ΨL ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎΦΩ {ƻ L ǘƻƻƪ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ǉǳǘ Ƴȅ ƴŀƳŜ 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ƭƛǎǘ ŦƻǊ [tb ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘΦέ 
  
.ǳǘ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ƴǳǊǎƛƴƎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǎƻǳƴŘǎΦ aŀǊȅ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ 
work at PCS while attending school in McCook, then she had to move to North 
Platte for a year to complete her courses at Mid-tƭŀƛƴǎΦ άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƳŜ ƘƻƳŜ ƻƴ 
weekends after Friday afternoon classes, then head back to North Platte on 
{ǳƴŘŀȅ ƴƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ ŜŀǊƭȅ aƻƴŘŀȅ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ LΩŘ Ŏŀƭƭ my husband 
ǿƘŜƴ LΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŦƛǾŜ ŜȄŀƳǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŜŜƪ ŎǊȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅΣ ΩL ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ƛǘΣ LǘΩǎ ǘƻƻ ƘŀǊŘΣΩ ŀƴŘ 
he kept telling me I could do it. 
  
άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ bƻǊǘƘ 
tƭŀǘǘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀǊΦ aȅ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ kids had to pitch in and pick up the 
load, but it all worked out. It made our children more responsible even though I 
felt guilty having them pick up the slack. I think I prepared them for when they do 
ƎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴΦά 
  



The family also went to one ƛƴŎƻƳŜΦ ά¢Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƘŀǊŘΣέ aŀǊȅ ŀŘŘǎΦ ά²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ 
ǿŀǘŎƘ ƻǳǊ ǇŜƴƴƛŜǎΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ŀǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘ tƭŀǘǘŜΦέ 
  
The trials seemed to fade, however, when on August 2, 2007, Mary donned cap 
ŀƴŘ Ǝƻǿƴ ǘƻ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜΥ άDǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀǿŜǎƻƳŜΦ L ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ not only a feeling 
of relief that I was done with school but I felt like that was just the beginning for 
ƳŜΦέ 
  
That feeling of graduation euphoria gave Mary the incentive to climb even higher. 
  
ά!ŦǘŜǊ L ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜŘΣ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ΨL ŎŀƴΩǘ ǉǳƛǘ ƴƻǿΩΣέ ǎƘŜ ƎǊƛƴs. So Mary is taking nine 
credits on-line to attain her RN degree, driving to Imperial for psychology classes, 
and is on the waiting list at Mid-tƭŀƛƴǎΦ {ƘŜΩǎ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ 
college. He recently began classes in computer networking. 
  
Her advice to other non-traditional students is simple: Be confident in yourself. 
²ƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎǘŜǇǎΦ {Ŝǘ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ Ǝƻŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜ ƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ άLŦ 
you try to jump into a long-term goal it seems like it never ends. It just sets you up 
for more ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜΣέ ǎƘŜ ŀŘǾƛǎŜǎΦ  ά¢Ǌȅ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ Řŀȅ ŀǘ ŀ ǘƛƳŜΦέ 
  
aŀǊȅ ŀƭǎƻ ƘƻǇŜǎ ƘŜǊ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ƘŜǊ ŦƻǳǊ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜǊǎΥ άL ǿŀǎ 
always hoping to be a role model for my kids, and I think in this manner I have 
given them that because if I could do it at my age, surely they can do it at their 
ŀƎŜΦέ 
  
But perhaps what makes Mary is most proud is the fact that she is the first in her 
family -- of all her aunts, uncles, brothers and sisters -- to attend and graduate 
from college. 
  
LǘΩǎ ŜƭŜǾŀted her to a self-ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǎƘŜΩǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜΦ άL ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ L 
Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΣέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ мллл-watt smile. 
  
  
*Farm worker Health Services, Inc. Volume 4, Issue 3, March 2005 
  
 


